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INTERVENTION STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES

The International Literacy Association and the National Council of Teachers of English deem it important 
that all readers, including struggling readers, be able to apply a wide range of strategies for comprehension 
(ILA/NCTE, 1996). In the 1960s and 1970s, the trend was to teach subskills through direct instruction and 
then have students master each subskill while reading a short passage. However, research now indicates it is 
more effective to teach skills to students in context, at moments when they can make an active choice to use 
them to aid comprehension of that particular text (Beck et al., 2013; Fountas & Pinnell, 2006). The com-
prehension strategies in this section should be taught in context when struggling readers need them. Each 
strategy should be explicitly explained and demonstrated by the teacher using the story that is being read.

Some of the activities presented in this section extend through all of the stages of reading, while others 
are intended for a specific stage. Make sure you are familiar with many types of activities, that you under-
stand the needs and interests of the students, and then apply the activity that best fits the need of each reader. 
Many of these activities can be used in large or small groups. However, it is suggested that these activities be 
used in a tutoring setting so they fit the needs of individual struggling readers.

ACTIVITY Grades 4–6

The Memphis Comprehension Framework
The Memphis Comprehension Framework is a research-based process shown to be effective with grades 4 
through 6 (Flynt & Cooter, 2005). In this framework, teachers use fiction and informational books to teach 
concepts. The framework has three steps:

1. Preplanning: Select an age-appropriate comprehension skill or strategy and use it for a minimum of three 
weeks.

2. Focused read-aloud and discussion: Read a story based on a concept once a week, and read informational 
texts based on a topic twice a week. Teach unfamiliar vocabulary words before, during, and after each read-
ing. All readings should be ten to fifteen minutes daily. Follow each read-aloud with a group discussion that 
encourages higher-level thinking (see Figure 9.9 for examples of questions to start such discussions); encour-
age students to justify their comments. During discussion, create a graphic organizer to show relationships 
among concepts. Chart unfamiliar vocabulary words on the graphic organizer to show relationships between 
words and the topic.

3. Engage in a three-level retelling:
• Level 1 is a guided oral retelling in which students are encouraged to retell the information in a logical 

sequence.
• Level 2 is a graphic organizer retelling in which students use the graphic organizer that was created during 

the focused read-aloud and discussion time.
• Level 3 is a written/graphic retelling in which the students create their own graphic organizers and write a 

summary.

1. We have read as a class a number of fiction books about World War II. Compare and contrast the experiences 
of Milkweed, living in Poland, and Sevrine, living in France. Which of the main characters had a harder time 
surviving daily life? Give evidence for your stance.

2. Ann in When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit had very different experiences than did the children in The Story of Friedl 
Dicker-Brandeis. Explain how their experiences were different and give some reasons why you think this was so.

3. Every Day Lasts a Year: A Jewish Family’s Correspondence from Poland is nonfiction, and Milkweed, also set in 
Poland, is fiction. Do you think Jerry Spinelli used accurate information in Milkweed? Why or why not? Explain.

Figure 9.9 Higher-level discussion questions for the unit on World War II.
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The following pages show example materials from a seventh-grade unit on the Holocaust. For the unit, Mr. 
Greenberg selected fiction and nonfiction in the form of both picture and chapter books with a range of reading 
levels. He selected these books because they were set in Germany, Poland, France, Switzerland, and Czechoslo-
vakia. See Figure 9.10 for a list of the books he selected. One of Mr. Greenberg’s students, Michelle, created the 
graphic organizer and retelling depicted in Figure 9.11.

ACTIVITY Grades PRE-K–8

Repeated Interactive Read-Aloud
This strategy aligns with the CCSS goal that students be able to perform a close read of a complex text. It is a 
research-based approach that aids students in pre-K through eighth grades. One story or book is read three dif-
ferent times. Each read-aloud includes analytic talk, which involves students making predictions and “inferences 
that explain a character’s motivation or connect events from different parts of the story” (McGee & Schicked-
anz, 2007, p. 742). With each reading, the talk is more in-depth. Figure 9.12 is a framework of a repeated inter-
active read-aloud based on three readings.

ACTIVITY Grades 3–6

Alternate Writing
This strategy combines reading and writing. Alternate writing creates a story written by a teacher and a 
struggling reader. It helps students acquire knowledge of story elements, such as setting, characters, conflict, 
climax, and resolution, and thus aids comprehension. Alternate writing is a prereading activity that helps 
readers understand the beginning, middle, and end of stories. Use paper or a computer as you complete the 
following steps:

1. Agree with the student on a topic and a title for her story.
2. Write the first sentence of the story.
3. Have the student read your sentence and then add a sentence.
4. Then, you read the first two sentences and add the third sentence. Take turns writing sentences until the story 

is complete.
5. Discuss story elements with the student as she writes her sentences.

Figure 9.10 Fiction and nonfiction books for a seventh-grade unit on the Holocaust.

FICTION
Kerr, J. (1971). When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit. New York: Putnam & Gosset Group.
Polacco, P. (2000). The Butterfly. New York: Philomel Books.
Spinelli, J. (2003). Milkweed. New York: Alfred Knopf.

NONFICTION
Browning, C. R., Hollander, R. S., & Tec, N. (Eds.). (2007). Every Day Lasts a Year: A Jewish Family’s 

Correspondence from Poland. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Glick, S. (2003). Heroes of the Holocaust. San Diego, CA: Lucent.
Gross, E. B. (2009). Elly: My True Story of the Holocaust. New York: Scholastic.
Krinitz, E. N., & Steinhardt, B. (2005). Memories of Survival. New York: Hyperion Books for Children.
Rubin, S. G. (2000). Fireflies in the Dark: The Story of Friedl Dicker-Brandeis and the Children of Terezin. New York: 

Holiday House.
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When? World War II.
Where? France, at Marcelle Solliliage’s home, underground safe haven for Jews escaping to freedom.
Who? Monique (young French girl), Marcelle (mother), Nazi soldiers, Sevrine (a Jewish girl hiding in Monique’s 

basement).

Main Problem: Jews were being taken from homes and shipped to “camps.”

Sequence: Monique noticed Sevrine one night in her mother’s bedroom.
Monique kept taking things, including butterflies.
Neighbor spotted the two girls at the bedroom window
Marcelle and husband, dressed like a nun and priest, fled on foot with the girls to the French countryside.
Another family met them on the way and took Sevrine to another place.
At the train station Monique was separated from her mother.
Monique made it back to her house without her mother.
Her mother found her safe at home.

Climax: Monique and her mother spotted butterflies and saw it as a “sign” of freedom.

Marcelle’s home 
in Paris France

Monique and 
her mother find butterflies 
in their garden and think of 
it as a sign that Sevrine 

is safe

Monique arrives 
home safely

Monique is separated 
from her mother at 
the train station

Main characters 
are Monique, Marcelle, 

and Sevrine

Monique and her 
mother help Sevrine 
escape to the French 

countryside

Sevrine, a Jew, 
is hidden in 
the basement

One night Sevrine 
sneaked into Monique’s 

bedroom

The girls become 
friends; Monique brings 

gifts to Sevrine

A neighbor spots 
the girls watching 

butterflies

THE
BUTTERFLY

Figure 9.11a–b Michelle’s graphic organizer and retelling of Patricia Polacco’s The Butterfly (2000).

Retelling: Monique and her parents lived in Paris during World War II. They provided a hiding place for a Jewish 
girl who was the same age as Monique. First, Monique did not know who Sevrine was, but her mother told her 
Sevrine was hiding in a secret room in their basement. Monique and Sevrine became friends and loved to watch the 
butterflies from Monique’s bedroom window.

One day a hateful neighbor spotted two girls at the window (he knew his neighbor had only one girl). Monique told her 
mother, and that night they fled on foot to the countryside where another friendly person helped Sevrine get to Switzerland. 
When Monique and her mother were returning to Paris, they became separated in the crowd at the train station.

Monique took the train to Paris and walked the two miles to her home. Later her mother arrived home too.
The next spring, Monique and her mother found hundreds of butterflies one day in the garden. They saw that as a 

good sign that Sevrine was safe.
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All good stories begin with a setting and a problem and include roadblocks as well as a resolution. The focus 
throughout the writing process should be on comprehension, not correct spelling.

The following is an example of an opening sentence for an alternate writing story. Note that the teacher does 
not name the frog. This permits the student to write a sentence about the frog’s name or to begin describing the 
place.

Once upon a time, in a faraway place, there lived a sad frog.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Directed Listening—Thinking Activity  
(DL–TA)
A directed listening–thinking activity (DL–TA) is used before (and during) the reading, with the teacher doing the 
reading. You may use this strategy in two ways. One way is as follows:

1. Read the title without showing the cover picture to the students.
2. Ask them to predict what will happen in the story.
3. Read a little of the story and have the students validate the prediction.
4. Ask the students to predict what will happen next.

These steps continue to the end of the text. The second way to use this strategy is the following:

1. Show the picture on the cover without reading the title.
2. Have the students predict what will happen in the story.
3. Read the title, turn to the first page, show the pictures on the first page, and ask the students to make predic-

tions about what will happen on that page.
4. Read that page as the students validate predictions.

These steps continue to the end of the book. Note that the activity can also be performed using an e-book and 
an interactive whiteboard.

Figure 9.12 An example repeated interactive read-aloud.

Adapted from McGee, L. & Schickedanz, J. (2007). Repeated interactive read-alouds in preschool and kindergarten (p. 747). The Reading 
Teacher, 60(8), 742–751.

FIRST READING SECOND READING THIRD READING

Introduction of Book By looking at title and book 
cover, predict what story is 
about.

Have students talk about the 
characters and what they 
did in the story.

Have students tell you what 
the problem was and how it 
was resolved.

Reading of Book Focus on new vocabulary 
words or words that are 
important to the story. 
Comment on what the 
protagonist is thinking and 
feeling throughout the story. 
Ask students why they think 
the character is thinking or 
feeling that.

Using the same vocabulary 
words, review meanings, and 
give more verbal definitions. 
Comment on what other 
characters are thinking or 
feeling throughout the story. 
Ask students why they think 
these characters are feeling 
or thinking that way.

Before reading a double page, 
ask the students to retell 
what has happened on that 
page. Point out the focused 
vocabulary words in the 
text. Ask students to think 
of other times they hear that 
word.

Discussion after 
Reading

Ask “why” questions and 
be sure students explain. 
Use follow-up questions if 
necessary to get students to 
explain their stance.

Ask other “why” questions 
or “What would have 
happened if . . .?”

Ask a different “why” 
question, or “What would 
have happened if. . .?” Get 
students to extend their 
explanations.



Copyright material from [Beverly A. DeVries (2019), Literacy Assessment and Intervention for Classroom Teachers, Routledge]

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Directed Reading–Thinking Activity (DR–TA)
Directed reading–thinking activity (DR–TA) is used before (and during) reading. It differs from the DL–TA in 
that here the students do the reading. Students look at the cover of the book, read the title, and predict what will 
happen in the story. Students then read to validate their predictions. This cycle continues as students read the 
book, using chapter titles, illustrations, and so forth to make predictions.

With the DR–TA you can also cover up the words of a picture book and allow readers to make predic-
tions based solely on the pictures. Then they expose the words and find out whether their predictions were 
accurate.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Text Mapping
Lapp et al. (2010) believe students must become proficient in one comprehension strategy and able to use it 
independently before they learn a new strategy. Text mapping improves and expands students’ comprehen-
sion and oral retells. First, teachers model filling in the map as they read and discuss a passage with students. 
Then they guide students to complete a map by themselves. Later, students complete maps while reading 
with no guidance from teachers. See Figure 9.13 for an example. Appendix D.21 is a blank version of this 
form.

TOPIC

Other interesting facts? Today?

WHAT?

A flaming object, a 
meteor, came shrieking 

over the roof of the house.

One summer 
many years ago.

METEOR

The city had a parade.
Everyone in town thought 

if they touched it, it 
gave them good luck.

It is Polacco’s 
grandmother’s 
headstone.

In Union City, 
Michigan

WHEN? WHERE?

TITLE: Meteor! Patricia Polacco

Figure 9.13 Text mapping example.

From Teaching Phonics and Word Study in the Intermediate Grades, by Wiley Blevins. Scholastic, Inc./Teaching Resources. Copyright © 
2001 by Wiley Blevins. Reprinted by permission.
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ACTIVITY Grades 1–6

Reciprocal Questioning
In this strategy the student and teacher take turns asking each other questions. After you and the student read 
to a certain point in the story, instruct the student to ask you a literal or inferential question. You then ask the 
student a literal or inferential question in return. Next, read another section of the story and repeat the process. 
Because most children ask literal questions, you can model higher-level thinking by asking inferential and evalu-
ative questions. See Figure 9.14 for an explanation of the different kinds of questions.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–5

Think-Aloud for Narrative Text
Although a think-aloud can be used for assessment, it can also be used first by you to verbalize your thoughts and 
then by students as they read and make sense of a text. When you verbalize your thoughts while reading, you permit 
the students to understand the strategies you use to comprehend texts. As you read, you can comment on or question 
the text, bringing your “prior knowledge to bear, or making inferences or predictions” (Oster, 2001, p. 64).

Before class, select a passage from the class’s current reading that provides opportunities for using one or 
more comprehension strategies, such as using background knowledge, inferring, or predicting. Read through the 

Figure 9.14 Types of questions.

From Teaching Phonics and Word Study in the Intermediate Grades by Wiley Blevins. Scholastic, Inc./Teaching Resources. Copyright © 
2001 by Wiley Blevins. Reprinted by permission.

1. LITERAL QUESTIONS. Literal questions can be found on the page; the purpose of a literal question is to check 
a reader’s ability to recall information stated in the book. For example, a literal question from Mr. Lincoln’s 
Way (Polacco, 2001) is to ask students is “On page one, the text told readers what Mr. Lincoln did with students 
that made students think he was really cool. Looking at the illustration, what else did Mr. Lincoln do with the 
students?” The answer is clearly illustrated; he played jump rope with students.

2. INFERENTIAL QUESTIONS. The answers to inferential questions are not written verbatim in the text. In order 
to answer inferential questions, a student needs to read between the lines. For example, in Mr. Lincoln’s Way, on 
the last page after Mr. Lincoln told Eugene that he showed the ducklings the way out to the water, Eugene states: 
“Hey, you showed me the way out, Mr. Lincoln.” What did Eugene mean by that statement? The answer is not 
stated directly in the story; however, there is an answer implied in the text that students can cite, and a reader who 
comprehends the story will understand what Eugene means by that statement. Teachers can also ask inferential 
questions concerning the illustrations. An example of such a question is when a teacher asks: “On pages 11–12,  
Mr. Lincoln is attempting to understand Eugene and to draw him into a project. Examine Mr. Lincoln’s appearance 
in the illustrations, and explain how in the illustration Polacco gets readers to understand Mr. Lincoln’s approach 
to getting Eugene to accept the offer of helping with the project.”

3. CRITICAL QUESTIONS. Critical questions require a reader to analyze and synthesize in order to give a correct 
answer. A critical question may require a student to gather information from a number of books or from her 
personal experiences. For example, a critical question to ask students after sharing Mr. Lincoln’s Way would be 
“Why didn’t Mr. Lincoln get angry and discipline Eugene after he called the two students from Mexico ‘brown-
skinned’?” This type of question will get students to think about their own reaction to incidents in which others 
bully them.

  A critical question to ask students that will require them to think beyond the story and illustrations is the 
following. “On page pages 13–14, the text tells readers that Mr. Lincoln and Eugene made a list of plants, shrubs, 
grains, and seeds to buy for the atrium. What type of vegetation, grains, and seeds would they buy to attract birds? 
Explain your answer.”

4. EVALUATIVE QUESTIONS. Evaluative questions have no right or wrong answer. A reader gives his own 
opinions, but must provide sound reasoning. One example of an evaluative question about Mr. Lincoln’s Way is 
“How different would the story end if Mr. Lincoln became angry at Eugene calling the Mexican students ‘brown-
skinned’?” To get students to think critically how illustrators use their art to expand the story, ask students, “Why 
do you think Polacco drew the illustration opposite the title page when the story is not about students swinging 
together? Explain your answer.”

Critical and evaluative questions require a student to read past the words on the page.
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passage and identify places that invite questioning. Script a comment or a question that demonstrates the use of 
a strategy. Write these on sticky notes and place in the text to ask as you are reading the passage. You then have 
the students practice the strategy as you observe and scaffold their thought processes as necessary. Be sure to 
model a think-aloud using a book that is conceptually challenging to the readers. The following is an example 
of a teacher modeling a think-aloud, using Patricia MacLachlan’s Mama One, Mama Two (1982). The teacher’s 
think-aloud thoughts are presented in italics.

Maudie heard the baby cry in the middle of the night. [I wonder how old Maudie is and how old the baby is. 
I wonder if the baby is sick.] She got up and walked through the moonlit hallway to the room. [I wonder if she 
is angry that the baby woke her up.] The baby reached out and curled his fingers around hers. [I see the baby 
is a boy and that he likes Maudie.] “Are you awake, too?” asked Katherine in the doorway. [I wonder who 
Katherine is. From the picture, I think she is Maudie’s mother. However, if it is Maudie’s mother, she probably 
wouldn’t be called Katherine.] She held the baby’s night bottle of milk. [I guess the baby is hungry, not sick.]

Later in the story, we read:

“Tell me the story again,” said Maudie, “the story about Mama One, Mama Two.” [I wonder what Maudie 
means. Is she talking about Katherine? Is Katherine not her real mother? Who are Mama One and Mama Two?]

This process demonstrates to struggling readers that the teacher also asks questions as she reads and makes 
and confirms predictions. After you have modeled this strategy, give struggling readers an opportunity to practice 
it with a book on their instructional level they have not yet read. This will reinforce the strategy so it becomes 
second nature when they are reading independently.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Teacher-Made Audiobooks
Marie Carbo (1996) suggests creating read-along audiobooks that allow you to record the story at a pace slightly 
slower than normal. These are especially useful for English learners and struggling readers. Students are invited 
to read along with the audiobook. To create a read-along audiobook, do the following:

1. Select a story or passage that is at the student’s instructional level.
2. Record only one short selection into an audio file. Do not put more than one story in a file even if the passage 

is very short, because students must be able to quickly find the starting point.
3. Read the story at a pace that allows the reader to point to each word and read along.
4. Be sure to include a turn-the-page signal with a pause long enough to allow the reader to turn the page.

Teacher-made audiobooks have many advantages. You can create them to fit a particular reader’s interest and 
read them at a pace that allows the student to follow along. Audiobooks can transcend the mere read along when 
you add cues that prompt students to stop and respond to reflective questions. If two children listen together, they 
can stop the recording after each question and discuss the question together. If they disagree on an answer, have 
them replay the audiobook until they can discern who is correct.

If you do not have time to create read-along audiobooks, Figure 9.15 lists companies that sell them.

Newbridge Sundance Scholastic

www.newbridgeonline.com www.sundancepub.com www.scholastic.com
1. Spinning a Web 1. Making Friends with Samson 1. Caps for Sale
2. Out of Space 2. The Fine Line 2. City Mouse—Country Mouse
3. A Butterfly Is Born 3. Two Hours with Tilly 3. Henny Penny
4. Amazing Water 4. Sticky Fingers 4. Little Rabbit’s Loose Tooth
5. Sink or Float? 5. Mug Shots 5. More Spaghetti, I Say!
6. An Apple a Day 6. Chocolate Chuckles 6. Is Your Mama a Llama?

Figure 9.15 Publishers of read-along audiobooks, with examples of available titles.
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ACTIVITY Grades 2–6

Wordless Books for Developing Inferential Reading
While “reading” wordless books, students need to make inferences about characters, plot, and motives. They 
need to connect sets of pictures to make a story. Drawing inferences and connecting information to previously 
read information are two components of comprehension.

To use this strategy, read the title and have the student skim each page of the entire book. Then, have the 
student start from the beginning and “read” each page. If the story does not make sense, ask her to “read” the 
page again. Use wordless books to develop inferential reading skills by asking students to add more detail to their 
stories. For example, concerning Tuesday (1991) by David Wiesner, you may ask what the man who is eating 
the midnight snack is thinking when he sees frogs flying past the window, or why the old lady did not wake up 
when the frogs watched her television.

Appendices A.5 and A.6 offer lists of wordless books that can be used for this strategy.

ACTIVITY Grades 2–6

Repeated Readings
Repeated readings by both the teacher and the struggling reader have been shown to increase comprehension. 
The close reading of complex texts, a goal of the CCSS, may also involve repeated readings. Rereading a pas-
sage is a common task of postsecondary students as they grapple with fiction that has multiple layers of mean-
ing. Students in the lower grades also need to be taught that rereading is sometimes necessary in order to fully 
comprehend a story. Repeated readings by the teacher give such readers an opportunity to understand how 
to unravel the multiple layers of meaning in favorite stories. Through these readings and the discussions that 
follow, readers begin to make inferences about characters’ motives and how the setting affects the action. They 
consider the point of view and the author’s perspective. They also think about the words the author chooses to 
create a mood. Repeated readings allow students to focus less on decoding words and more on comprehend-
ing the story (Brown, 1999/2000; Pearson & Fielding, 1991), but also remember that not all stories require 
repeated readings.

ACTIVITY Grades 4–8

Multiple Perspectives: Diary Entries
Some narrative texts are embedded with multiple meanings. Teachers need to guide students to draw conclusions 
about the author’s perspective, position, and power (Clarke & Whitney, 2009).

Clarke and Whitney (2009) found that this strategy facilitates students’ abilities to comprehend multiple 
perspectives by reading about an historical account often omitted in history books. For example, students in the 
upper grades have learned about Columbus’s voyages to the New World; however, Jane Yolen’s (1992) Encoun-
ter, a story told from a Taino Indian boy’s perspective, introduces students to the Native Americans’ point of view 
about the white man coming to their land. For example, Greg is a sixth grader involved in a collaborative social 
studies and language arts unit on Columbus. After Greg’s class has read Encounter, Mr. Grigg, his language arts 
teacher, invites them to write diary entries representing different perspectives. Greg, a shy student, writes a diary 
entry of Whitecloud, a young Taino Indian, and Christopher Columbus. Figure 9.16 shows examples of Greg’s 
diary entries.
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Whitecloud’s Diary Columbus’ Diary

October 10, 1492
I had a bad dream last night during
the thunder storm. Three winged
birds rode the wild waves in our bay.

October 10, 1492
We need to find land soon. So
many of my people are sick.
stale and rotten.

October 11, 1492
I had the same bad dream last night.
This time I heard the winged birds’
voices. I think this is a bad omen. I
even saw their sharp white teeth.

October 11, 1492
I looked through my spy glass today and I saw land in the 

distance! I think we have finally sailed to India! I told my 
people! There was great happiness! I told them to gather 
the gifts that we had taken with us to give to these people.

Figure 9.16 Diary entries of Whitecloud and Christopher Columbus.

Spin the Discussion Grades 1–8
In lieu of using literal questions, use prompts to discuss books, allowing students to learn from others and dem-
onstrate their comprehension of a story (Blum, Koskinen, Bhartiya, & Hluboky, 2010). First, make a spinner 
with the following prompts in the four sections (Figure 9.17 shows a miniature version, but yours should be 
approximately 6 inches across):

1. Synopsis (The student tells in his words what happened.)
2. Rich language (The student gives examples the author used, e.g., metaphors, personification, alliteration, and 

so on.)
3. Point of view (The student explains the point of view from which the story is told.)
4. Theme (The student explains the theme conveyed in the text.)

After reading a book to a small group, invite one student to flick the spinner to begin a discussion. Other students 
can add to that discussion or take a turn with the spinner to start a new discussion.

October 12, 1492
I again had a restless night, and when I left my hammock 

to walk the beach, I saw a great canoe with white sails. 
I went to tell our chief not to welcome the strangers, 
but he told me that it is our custom to welcome all who 
come to our village.

All the strangers looked like parrots with their bright 
clothes. They did not look human with their ivory skin.

I warned my people not to welcome them because funny 
sounds came from their mouths.

They gave us strings with smooth balls, with many colors on 
them. We gave them spears so they could fish. During the 
feast that we shared with them, I looked into their chief’s 
eyes and they looked threatening. His smile was a wicked 
smile; I again went to my chief to warn him, but he pushed 
me aside because I was only a child. I remembered my 
dream and left the feast to pray to my zemis.

October 12, 1492
We landed today on the shores where people with very 

dark skin welcomed us! But we do not understand them; 
they speak a different language. But they appear friendly 
enough because we exchanged gifts. We got spears and 
bouncy balls for the beads we had given them. They made 
a feast for us of orange potatoes, bread, and fish. They 
gave us tobacco leaves to smoke, but they were strong and 
caused many of us to cough. This was a GOOD day!

October 13, 1492
I was taken with four other young boys to the stranger’s 

canoe. They are taken us to far away. I MUST escape 
even if I have to jump into the cold waters! I MUST get 
back to my people! I knew these strangers were bad 
people! What is going to happen to me?

October 13, 1492
I am taking five of these young boys with me as we continue 

to search these strange shores. I am taking these young 
boys because they are healthy and they will be able to talk 
to any other of these people on this strange land that is not 
India like I thought it would be.
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Figure 9.17 Sample spinner for prompting narrative text discussions.

ACTIVITY Grades 2–8

Graphic Organizers for Narrative Text
The general term graphic organizer includes all types of story maps, charts, webs, diagrams, or any visual rep-
resentation of a story’s content. Although graphic organizers usually do not promote a deep analysis of a story, 
they do help struggling readers comprehend and demonstrate a basic understanding of a story. Some graphic 
organizers chart the beginning, middle, and ending of the story. Most include the setting, characters, problem, 
main events, and resolution. Previously in this chapter, we discussed the Story Face by Staal (2000). Figure 9.18 
includes examples of three types of graphic organizers. When selecting one for a struggling reader, consider her 
age, her reading ability, and the purpose for using the strategy. For each one of these organizers, first model how 
to fill in the structure and then monitor the student as she begins to use it.

Figure 9.18 Types of graphic organizers.

Source: Basic story map adapted from J. David Cooper, Literacy, Helping Children Contract Meaning, 4th ed. Copyright © 2006 by 
Houghton Mifflin Company.



Copyright material from [Beverly A. DeVries (2019), Literacy Assessment and Intervention for Classroom Teachers, Routledge]

STORY MAP (based on Luba and the Wren by P. Polacco)

Action: Wren gives Luba’s parents each of the following after her parents 
become unhappy:

1. Bigger house on fertile land
2. Manor with large estate
3. Palace and rulers of the Ukraine
4. Become Tsar & Tsarine of all Russia
5. Become Emperor & Empress of the world

They want to become Gods.

Outcome: Wren knows that Luba does not like her parents’ last wish. Wren returns them to their 
former poor dacha on a small piece of poor land. — But they are happy!

Problem: Wren will grant any wish to Luba. Luba doesn’t want anything. However, her parents 
want a bigger farm, but are never content.

Source: Basic story map adapted from J. David Cooper, Literacy, Helping Children Contract Meaning, 4th ed. Copyright © 2006 by Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Setting: Time Place

Long ago Ukraine
Characters: Luba

Luba’s parents
The wren w/magical powers

MT. PLOT (based on The Old Woman Who Lived in a Vinegar Bottle by M. R. MacDonald)

O.W. wants to be Empress of universe

fairy goes NSEW

fairy gives O.W. palace

fairy goes NSEW

fairy grants O.W.’s wish for mansion

fairy goes NSEW

fairy grants O.W.’s wish for row house

fairy goes NSEW

fairy grants O.W.’s wish for cottage

Old woman in 
vinegar bottle is 
visited by fairy

fairy
sends

O
.W

. back
into

vinegar bottle

Figure 9.18 (Continued)
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Figure 9.19 Student journal using QCT with Katherine Paterson’s Lyddie (1991).

Questioning the moral issue: I question why Lyddie’s employer had her and other employees work for low wages in 
deplorable working conditions at the mill. I also question how the owner got away with forcing the girls into having 
sex with him and then firing them if they became pregnant. 

Connecting the story to my life: I never had to work in such deplorable conditions, but I do remember when men 
were paid more than women for teaching the same grade. 

Transforming the unjust wages: I could have told a judge about the deplorable working conditions and demand 
he make the owner install air vents so the girls did not have to breathe the textile dust. I could have gone to other 
places of employment to see if the wages were similar to the ones in the mill. I could have gone to a pastor to explain 
how the owner was sexually abusing the girls and asked him to confront the owner. I could have gone to the local 
newspaper and submitted a letter to the editor about the deployable working conditions, low wages, and the owner’s 
abuse of the employees

Figure 9.20 Character perspective chart for The Farewell Symphony.

Haydn & Musicians MAIN CHARACTER Prince Nicholas

Palace in Hungary SETTING Palace in Hungary

Haydn and musicians want to return to Austria. PROBLEM Nicholas wants to stay in Hungary.

Go back to Austria GOAL Stay in Hungary

Musicians ask to go home.
Musicians beg for their families to join them.
Musicians say they are going home.
Haydn writes the Farewell Symphony to show
Prince the anger of the musicians.

ATTEMPTS Prince says later.
Prince says there is no room in the palace.
Prince says he will fire them if they do.
Prince was upset with the angry music.

Musicians play with passion. OUTCOME Prince is filled with compassion and 
permits them to go home.

Reward awaits those who are faithful. THEME Think of others’ feelings.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Question Connect Transform (QCT) for Narrative Text
Richards (2006) developed this critical literacy strategy to help middle-school students “enhance their critical 
literacy abilities” (p. 194). After reading an historical story or novel, engage the students in questioning (Q) “the 
moral and ethical dimensions of issues presented in the historical fiction” (p. 194). Second, ask the students to 
connect (C) the story to their lives. Finally, ask the students to think how they might transform (T) any inequities 
that were presented in the novel and are still prevalent in today’s society. See Figure 9.19 for a student example.

ACTIVITY Grades 4–6

Character Perspective Chart
Many stories depict conflict between the goals of two characters. For example, in Anna Harwell Celenza’s The Fare-
well Symphony (2000), Joseph Haydn and his twenty-two musicians have a goal to return to their families in Aus-
tria after spending a long summer in Hungary providing music for Prince Nicholas. Prince Nicholas’s conflicting 
goal is to remain at his Hungarian summer palace long into the fall and have the musicians play at all of his parties. 
Shanahan and Shanahan (1997) introduce the Character Perspective Chart, which follows a story map from two 
characters’ points of view. Shanahan and Shanahan believe this type of chart helps readers draw inferences about 
the goals of each character. Figure 9.20 features a character perspective chart of The Farewell Symphony.
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ACTIVITY Grades 2–6

Venn Diagrams for Narrative Text
One goal of the CCSS is being able to compare and contrast information. Venn diagrams are often used for this task. 
This strategy has been effectively applied to fairy tales that have been retold by various authors and illustrators. You 
and a student may read two versions of the same tale and then compare the versions by completing a Venn diagram. 
Figure 9.21 shows a diagram comparing Jan Brett’s The Mitten (1989) and Alvin Tresselt’s The Mitten (1964).

ACTIVITY Grades 3–5

Character Sketch
This strategy encourages readers to visualize a story’s characters by providing graphically inclined students an 
opportunity exercise their artistic abilities. To use this strategy, read a story to students without showing the pic-
tures and then have them draw a picture of the characters. Ask them to explain the reasons for their depictions 
to better understand their level of thinking and comprehension of the story.

ACTIVITY Grades 3–5

Solving Mysteries
Sherlock Bones and the Missing Cheese (Stevens & Stevens-Crummel, 2012) is a mystery based on the nursery 
rhyme “The Farmer in the Dell.” Students need to read closely to find the story’s clues. This activity encourages 
close reading, group discussion, and stating opinions as students attempt to convince their small group that their 
clue is correct. In this mystery, Sherlock Bones uses his five senses to find the special cheese. Read the text, which 
parodies “The Farmer in the Dell” song familiar to most children, while sharing the illustrations. Ask students 
to listen and watch for clues. Have them write their clues as they hear or see them, and then before reading the 
end of the story, have students form groups of three to share their clues. Challenge the groups to identify which 
of their clues they agree on as a group, and then have them share their consensus on the clues with the class.

by by 
Alvin Jan 
Tresselt Brett

mitten, made of leather with  boys live by mitten, made of white wool, 
red lining and fur cuffs grandma knitted by Baba

frog mouse mole
wolf owl hedgehog
boar rabbit badger
cricket fox Bear sneezes when mouse sits 
Cricket’s entry breaks mitten bear on his nose
Boy notices pieces of broken all animals Nicki found “big” mitten

mitten scatter
Grandma will knit new one

Figure 9.21 Venn diagram comparing two versions of The Mitten.
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ACTIVITY Grades 2–8

Comprehending Visual Images
Students comprehend at a deeper level when they read and study both text and illustrations. When introducing 
or sharing a book, draw attention to how authors, illustrators, and publishers construct meaning through the 
endpapers, cover, title page, dedication, book jacket, author’s note, fonts, orientation of the book (e.g., landscape, 
square, portrait design, etc.), borders, type of art (e.g., folk, modern, realistic, surrealistic, etc.), colors, lines, 
space, picture format (e.g., full bleed across the double pages or framed), view of the characters (e.g., looking at 
reader or away from reader), and texture (Serafini, 2011).

For younger children, use Denise Fleming’s In the Tall, Tall Grass (1991) and Beetle Bop (2007) to show 
how authors, illustrators, and publishers use font, book shape, and word placement on the page to help create 
stories. Older students can examine books from a particular era to understand how illustrators must study the 
time period in order to get all the details within the illustrations correct. Good books for this technique include 
Goin’ Places (McKissack, 2001), Freedom Summer (Wiles, 2005), and The Other Side (Woodson, 2001). All of 
these take place before or during the civil rights movement. Also keep a stack of Caldecott Medal—winning and 
honor books on hand, which recognize picture book illustrators. A list of these books can be found at www.ala.
org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/caldecottmedal/caldecotthonors/caldecottmedal. See Appendix D.20 for ques-
tions to use in discussing historical picture books.


